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Some Remarks on Horses on the Ancient Silk Roads Depicted on 
Monuments of Art between Gandhara and the Tarim Basin 

(3rd-8th century) 






UlfJAGER 1 

! the hst few years it has become obvious to the author through his own studies, that the question of a 
m "reality" in the depictions of horses in the arts between Gandhara and the Tarim Basin (Xinjiang), c. 
3rd century and 8th century AD, has never really been explored. 2 The author would like to air the subject: 
Did the horses depicted really exist and of what breed were they? Have there ever been such horses? Or are 
ikry all pure fictional horses? In this very special case the author's intention is not to look at the equipment 
used in horse riding etc., but only for the zoological, i.e. biological, data and its depiction. Furthermore, is 
ftere a relationship between the depiction of horses and the actual horse breeding in life in ancient times 
along the Silk Roads between Gandhara and the Tarim Basin? Do the pictures of horses really reflect the 
various qualities of such ancient horses? 

Such questions are not easy to answer and should be made a matter of discussion. In fact they occurred to 
lb: author many years ago when he read two important articles; one by A. von Gabain, 3 the other by W. 
Ekhard. 4 In her study A. von Gabain saw a certain conformity in style between images of horses in the art 
if Ik Buddhist cave-temples of Bamiyan (Afghanistan) and those on the Buddhist murals of the Tocharian 
Kate of Kucha on the northern route of the Silk Roads in the Tarim Basin. In both places horses were drawn 

>i excessively fine legs, narrow bodies and heavily curved necks between the late 5th and early 7th 
ctaturies AD. A. von Gabain saw similarities with depictions of horses in early Tang paintings at Dunhuang 
(Cinsu, PR China); and what she tried to introduce to the scholarly mind was whether or not the Kushans of 
Bamiyan were ethnic relatives of the Tocharians of Kucha. Not only did she try to prove this by horse- 
dtpiciions but also by highlighting other cultural and linguistic similarities. 

In contrast W. Eherhard proved the Chinese historical sources for many aspects of the cultural life of 
peoples along the Silk Roads. Among the information gathered from the Chinese sources is some which also 
:he role of the horse in these societies. Some other questions, but from a different aspect, i.e. arms 
and armour, which come to mind I have tried to work on in my archaeological dissertation. 5 

But other examples of horse depictions should be added when considering the economic quality of horses 
in the area and the span quoted above. Among the questions asked here are: 

Was there a certain reality behind these depictions and which kind of importance did it have for the 
people' 1 Can we be sure that certain 'types' of horses depicted in one location and in one time, but which are 
Jso depicted in the same time span but in another location show connections between peoples who bred 
ihem along the Silk Roads? 
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Before some examples of art monuments can be discussed, it is important to state that such observations 
can only be made from material where horses are depicted in a most realistic way. Examples of art where the 
horses are too stylized cannot and will not concern us here. The period under discussion is Hellenism after 
Alexander the Great, which introduced great naturalism into the arts in Central Asia. 

First of all we must ask the following question: Which kind of horses could perhaps be found in that part 
of Central Asia between the 2nd/3rd century AD and the 8th century AD? Before doing so, we have to look 
back a little deeper into prehistory: Until now we have accepted that in ancient times, and right up to the 
Middle Ages, large numbers of the 'Ur-Pferd', 6 the ancestor of all known kinds of horses, the Przewalski 
horse, existed throughout the steppes of Eurasia (pi. 15). 7 This wild horse of Asia, first discovered by the 
Russian explorer Mikhail Przevalskij in 1 879 in Mongolia, has a large, long and ram-nosed head. Its short | 
neck sits on steep shoulders; the mane stands upright. The body is compact and the withers are flat like the 
back. The back moves to the cruppers in a certain kind of cut-off. The short but robust legs end in relatively I 
small but extremely hard hooves. The height of the Przewalski horse is ca. 1,30m. One can find a horse of | 
these special qualities depicted very early in the 4th c. BC on a golden Scythian vase from Chertomlyk on | 
the river Dnepr; the vase found its way to the Hermitage Collection in St. Petersburg, (pi. 16). The horses j 
shown on the Chertomlyk vase are depicted in the very realistic Greek-Hellenistic style of the 4th c. BC. It I 
should be mentioned that we can be sure that the Chertomlyk vase horses are of the Przewalski type because 
the Hellenistic artist styled them after their natural prototype. So there can be no doubt that the depiction on I 
the Chertomlyk vase is the Przewalski horse. 

Looking at the horses of Mongolia today, which are still ridden by Mongolian herdsmen, one realizes that I 
these horses are not the same as the wild Przewalski horse. Other breeds of horses, maybe those of older 
Turkish origin, have changed the Mongolian horse. 8 Very early in prehistory man had started to interbreed 
different kinds of horses for his own use - the biological bases was brought forward and first studied 
intensively by Charles Robert Darwin. 9 Mankind had already been breeding horses for at least four millennia 
bythe2nd/3rdc.AD. 10 

The question to be answered in our context is what were the real needs for special horses along the Silk 
Roads and what were their special purposes? Without going into detail, one can detect two larger groups 
among horse-riders on the ancient Silk Roads between the 2nd/3rd c. and the 8th c. AD: 

a) Nomadic people 

b) Sedentary people 

Nomads need their horses for mobility while herding their large flocks of sheep, goats, camels and horses. I 
They have to go with them and change their flocks' pastures sometimes more than twice a year. Their 
transportable felt tents, yurts, were carried by Bactrian camels (camelus bactrianus). Nomads also need 
horses for hunting and for war. Being on horseback while in war they also try to enlarge their own herds of 
horses by conquering those of other tribes; large herds are a symbol of their wealth. 

Among the group of people living in sedentary cultures there are more reasons for horse-riding. Among 
them are traders who need their horses for shorter or longer trade-travelling; there are wandering craftsmen 
and artists; hunters; diplomats on tour through the area they control or have to control and warriors on I 
horseback. Besides that we find religious pilgrims on pious travels to sanctuaries and holy places. In our I 
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context we will consider both groups of horse-riders. Both groups need different horses, but have one 
compulsory factor in common: they need horses of great endurance which are able to cope with thirst, 
lunger and the harsh climatic changes, yet also carry their owner and his heavy baggage. The question now 
is; Are there depictions of such horses in the arts between Bactria/Gandhara and the Tarim Basin which give 
us some indication ,of their use and qualities? But there is one more problem: bones of horses discovered 
from the area and the period of time in view of this article are not regularly examined by zoologists. 
Regarding material found during archaeological excavations, examinations like that have started only a few 
years ago in Germany and Western Europe; they are of great importance for our geographical sphere. ' 

To start with the narrative Buddhist art of Gandhara, where we only find a limited number of horses 
depicted because of the stories told to the pious believer of antiquity, one finds a marvellous relief of 
'Buddha riding out from his palace to visit the city' on his horse Kanthaka, 12 now stored in the Fitzwilliam 
Museum, Cambridge (Mo.O.4-1917) England. The relief is attributed to the 2nd/3rd century AD. 13 D. 
Ahrens, working on Gandhara art, dates it AD 435. 14 Whatever might be the right date for this Gandhara 
relief, we see the later Buddha, Prince Siddhartha, on Kanthaka in a frontal pose. With his strong legs, wide 
breast and the relatively small head, he gives us the impression of being of the robust type of horses ridden in 
Gandhara by the Kushans. It is obvious the horse could be of that small and robust sort which came to the 
area of Gandhara between modern Pakistan and Afghanistan, from where maybe the ancient relatives of the 
Kushans originally came, i.e. north-western China. Maybe these horses were still very close to the 
Przewaiski type. 

Back to the early time of the lst/2nd century AD, the late pre-Kushan time, 15 we see the wonderful 
golden clasp from Saksanokhur in Tajikistan with its nomadic rider, out boar-hunting with a lance (pi. 17). 16 
Only looking for the horse type, we find the upstanding mane, the strong legs and hooves, as well as the ram- 
or turnip-headed form of its head. This again brings us close to a breed still physically very near to the 
Przewaiski horse of Central Asia. The observation that the Przewaiski horse must have played a major role 
mil the 1st to the 3rd/4th c. AD can also be seen at the so-called Yotkan ceramics, i.e. the little terracotta 
: of this manufacture. Yotkan are the fine ceramics of Khotan on the south-western corner of the Silk 
Road in the Tarim Basin. 17 All small terracotta from Khotan, i.e. the Yotkan horses, show the upstanding 
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mane and the rams-head of the Przewalski horses, here shown in six examples from the Pietrovsky collection 
in the Hermitage, St. Petersburg, Russia (pi. 18). 18 Slightly different, but still with the upstanding mane, we 
find two depictions of horses (and their riders) on two wooden panels from Dandan-Oilik oasis in Khotan 
(panel D. X. 5 and panel D. VII. 5), 19 both are now at the British Museum, London. They belong to a time 
between the 5th/6th century AD (pi. 19). The very difference we can recognize for the first time is that both 
depicted horses are piebalds. Such a skin colour the Przewalski horses never have - they are always of a 



yellowish skin colour! This may be an influence of early Turkish breeding, which might have changed the 
Khotan horses at the latest in the 4th to 6th centuries AD by horse imports. Such changes in colour only 
happen when horse breeders again and again select animals out for breeding new skin colours. At Khotan we 
have to reckon with the fact that the Hephtalites were responsible for these new horse breeds. 21 Here we will 
not go into whether or not the Hephtalites were of Turkish or Iranian origin. 22 Before we continue to see if 
and when horse breeds in pre-Islamic Central Asia changed, one should add that there was also another wild 
horse living on the steppes from Eastern Europe to Central Asia called Tarpan (equus ferus gmelini). This 
wild horse had died out by the beginning of the 1 9th century. 

It has been a question among zoologists until today, if the Tarpan was a completely separate wild horse or 
if it was only a variant type of the Przewalski horse. The skin colour of its body was mouse-dun or darkish 
grey; the legs as well as the face were darker grey. Whereas the Przewalski horse was unwilling to be 
mounted, the Tarpan was more accommodating. This could be an indication that the Tarpan, looking so close 
to the Przewalski horse, is an early breed of the Przewalski horse! All Tarpans living in modern zoos today 
are descendants of those Tarpans which were completely re-bred in the early 1930s in the zoo Hellabrumi 
(Munich). It is difficult to decide whether we should speak of two wild horses on the Eurasian steppes or of 
one original stock; i.e. the Przewalski horse. It was M. Hermanns who tried to distinguish certain types of 
wild horses to explain the types of horses bred in Tibet, but from the point of view held today in modem 
scholarship one at least has to be careful about his results. 23 When looking for the horses of the Huns who 
had arrived in Eastern Europe by 375 AD, we see that their horses must have been very close to the 
Przewalski horse again, as O. Maenchen-Helfen analysed from late Roman sources. 24 In fact the German 
sculptor Erich HOsel (1869-1953) made his 4 Hun bending down from his horse' in bronze of 1900 (pi. 20) 
following these late Roman sources. 

The osteological material of the Hunic horses has been so badly examined that it did not even play any 
role in the great and admirable study on the Hunic material by Bodo Anke a few years ago. 25 

While continuing the history of horse-breeding in Central Asia during the period in question, we have to 
remember also the so-called 'blood-sweating horses' of Ferghana in eastern Sogdiana, which brought the 
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Han-emperor Wu Di K'r$r (140-87 BC) to the very point of sending out his envoy Zhang Qian $§W in 138 
BC to forge an alliance against the Xiongnu "SO fe with the Yuezhi ,M ft, a tour which took him 12 years and 
a journey of more than 3000 kilometres up to modem Afghanistan. 25 These horses were called 'blood- 
sweating' because, as we know today, a parasite {parafiliaria multipupiUosd) infests the horse during its 
lifetime. A small amount of the horse's blood mixes with the sweat to form a foam of pinkish colour. In all 
likelihood the well known bronze-horse of Wuwei SSJSS in the province of Gansu, PR China 27 (pi. 21) of the 
astern Han Dynasty; 2nd c. AD, meant exactly such a 'blood sweating' horse of the Yuezhi nomads who 
had conquered Bactria. If one looks for the race of this horse of Wuwei, which found such an extraordinary 
interest in China and abroad, one has to establish that horse-breeding always was of paramount importance 
for the Chinese so that they were able to defend themselves against nomadic invaders from the north. But, as 
a matter of fact, the Chinese never really became familiar with horses. They always used foreign, mainly 
nomadic grooms to breed horses, as we can see when taking a closer look at for example the famous Tang 
horses, which are often shown together with their non-Chinese grooms. 28 Regarding their own horse- 
breeding, the Chinese horses were again not too far away from the Przewalski type. 

In contrast to all horses mentioned up to now and for the question of how horses were later on bred in 

Central Asia before Islam, we have to look to the western part of this vast geographical area. After 

Alexander the Great had conquered the Persian Achaemenian Empire (334 BC), he also used large numbers 

of horses in his army. But the Greeks' horses weren't much larger than the Przewalski horses. 29 Even 

Alexander's Thessaly horse Bucephalus (the 'bull-headed') cannot have been much larger. We see him 

riding on Bucephalus on the well known mosaic from Pompeii during the battle of Issos in 333 BC against 

Darius III (pi. 22), 30 now in the National Museum of Naples, Italy. 

We can be sure that Alexander's horse specialists were always looking for fresh horses on their march to 

East, Again and in all likelihood the Greeks and Macedonians could not rely on a supply of fresh horses 

m their homeland, so in addition they must have used breeds of horses they found all over Iran. At the 

:nt time we have no clear picture of the Achaemenian horses which were used not only for war-chariots 

also for riding. We know that Darius III allowed himself to be depicted as a keen rider (Herodotus III, 8, 

came to power with the help of his groom, Oibares. The problem has been discussed widely by Dieter 

letzler. 31 With the Parthians and later during the time of the Sasanians, the Iranian kings are depicted on 

:ir marvellous horses on their rock reliefs. In contrast to all images of horses shown up until then, these 

lorses are obviously thoroughbreds; they all have long and strong legs, and expressively formed cruppers. It 

is an open question if the Sasanians bred these magnificent horses themselves or with the help of 

neighbouring nomads from the North and from the East of their territories. To breed such larger war-horses 

must have required quite a long period of experience (pi. 23). n As could be seen on the rock-relief of Naqsh- 

i Rostam in Iran, 33 which illustrates the investiture of Ardashir I in 224 AD by Ohrmazd, these horses were 

of a compact and heavy structure. So at the latest during the beginning of the 3rd century AD, such horses 
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must have been the standard for the Sasanians' war-horse. It is difficult to come to any conclusion aba 
what the Parthian horses looked like in the four centuries before the Sasanians came to power. Maybe t 
relief, now in the Cleveland Museum of Art, Ohio, originally from Dura Europos in Syria, of ca. 100-155 
AD gives us a little help at hand (pi. 24). But once again we see that this horse too is of a heavier structure ' 
Searching for realistic depictions of horses in the Iranian world before the Sasanians is, as we have fried to 
show,' extremely difficult. We can only assume that horse-breeding in the Iranian world between Alexarafa 
the Great and the end of the Parthian era increased widely, so that such heavy horses like the 'Sasanian ones' 
could be raised. To raise horses different from the Przewalski type became necessary because of a change in 
the tactical use of horses for war in general. The Parthians, who constantly maintained contacts in the wmM 
of the Central Asian steppes throughout their reign, 35 were responsible for this new breed. Since the late 
Hellenistic times of the Parthians, horses were needed for the heavy Cataphractarian riders; such a use would 
have been impossible with small horses of the Tarpan or Przewalski types. 36 Besides these heavy types of 
horses another much lighter one was bred, i.e. that for the warrior on horseback who only used the reiki;- 
bow, 37 but which was also used for hunting. 

On the other hand we learn from the fantastic depiction of riding warriors from the bone-clasp or 'Battle 
plaque' from Orlat, Kurgan Tepe near Samarkand in Uzbekistan of the 3rd to the first quarter of the 44 
century AD (pi. 25), that another type of war-horse was also in use during the earliest phase of the Middle 
Ages in pre Islamic Central Asia. 38 As far as we know, the date of the plates from Orlat is most likely the 



3rd/4th c. AD, even if others have dated them slightly earlier. As stated above, M. Mode argues for a date I 
in the 3rd/4th century AD for the Orlat plates, i.e. for a date within the phase of the 'Hunnic wave', as did his i 
scholarly teacher B. Brentjes in 1990 40 with good arguments because of the history of arms and an™ I 
depicted from the battle-plaque of Orlat. If one more or less accepts that the Orlat plates should be dated to 
the 3rd/4th century, it is once more interesting to wonder in which "older Scythian" style the horses ait I 
pictured. 

On the one hand the cruppers of the Orlat horses are depicted like those on the well known carpet from | 
Kurgan no. 5 of Pazyryk of the 4th century BC, showing a rider on horseback in front of a seated female I 
person or deity. 41 But if one looks at the neck and head of the Orlat horses one is reminded of the fine horse I 
on a Buddhist painting in the "Malerhohle" at Kyzil, Northern Silk Road in the Tarim Basin, once dated by | 
the excavator A. von LeCoq to the 6th/7th century AD. 42 (pi. 26) One might be confused by such 
comparisons which are hundreds of years apart from each other. But one could answer that we find here ' 
insightful traces for the development of horse-breeding among nomads and their sedentary neighbours of I 
Central Asia in a time-span between the 4th century BC and the 6th/7th centuries AD! Maybe this also I 
throws some light on the trade with horses and the individual breeding of horses at different places along the I 
Silk Roads. We will come back to this elementary question later on. 
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That a more or less radical change in breeding horses had taken place at latest during the early middle 
ages of Central Asia, between the 5th-7th century AD, can also be detected when having a closer look at the 



fine rock carvings of two horses at Thalpan Bridge on the upper Indus of Northern Pakistan (pi. 27). These 
horses can very well be compared with images of horses from the wall paintings of Sogdiana of the 6th/7th 
century AD, for example from Panjikent. 44 At Panjikent we find horses which for sure can be called 
thoroughbreds. The Thalpan Bridge horses obviously show the same thoroughbreds, but looking at their 
heads we can detect that they are still a little ram-nosed like on earlier depictions which showed us horses 
nearer to the Przewalski type. When examining the horses of the Buddhist wall painting at Kyzil from the 
"Malcrhohle" (pi. 26) and comparing these horses with two terracotta horse statuettes from Shurtshuk (pi. 
28) on the northern Silk Road, found by M. A. Stein 45 (dated at the latest to the 8th century AD), we see that 
well established thoroughbreds are meant. But again a slight influence of the Przewalski horse remains, i.e. 
the upright mane. However, on the welt known wall painting from the Uighur city of Qocho, now in the 
Turfan-Collection of the Museum of Asiatic Art of Berlin (the 8th/9th century AD), depicting the departure 
of Siddhartha on his horse Kanthaka (pi. 29), we note that the horse has lost the upright mane. 46 

Horse-breeding in China reached its peak during the Tang dynasty (618-906 AD). As mentioned above it 
was always in the hands of foreigners from the western part of Central Asia. One of the finest ceramic horses 
in the sancai H^ technique of the Tang dynasty (dating 723 AD, pi. 30) 47 shows the full development to 
thoroughbreds in China under Central Asian influence. It must be stated again that this kind of fine horse- 
breeding was only possible with the help of Central Asian foreigners; either of nomadic or of sedentary 
heritage and stock. Riding on such marvellous horses for hunting, playing Polo, going to war was a privilege 
only for the early medieval aristocracy of China. As far as we know, the development or breeding of the 
Tang horse was accomplished without any input from horses of Arabian descent. 






SUMMARY 

Horse-breeding started with the Przewalski horse, the wild horse of Eurasia. According to all technical 

literature on horse-breeding, the Przewalski horse was never tamed and consequently never ridden. Maybe 
the Tarpan, still existent in Eastern Europe until the very early 19th century, with physical outlook very close 
to the Przewalski horse, was the earliest breed of horse and the one from which all further horse-breeding 
started. Some Tarpans did not have an upright mane, but one which hung down to its neck. Incidentally, this 
was also the case with the horses belonging to the Huns which arrived in Eastern Europe in the late 4th 
century AD according to Flavius Vegetius Renatus. 49 The nomads of Central Asia bred horses for their very 
special purposes - fit for riding while herding their flocks, for hunting and of course for warfare. Very often 
forgotten, nomads also played an important role in the trade along the Silk Roads in pre-Islamic and Islamic 
times. iD The horses had to be persistent runners and must have had the ability to cope with all climatic 
changes and hardships of heat and extreme cold, as well as being able to endure long rides. 

Our 17 illustrations and those quoted in the footnotes could only illustrate the likely development of 
horse-breeding between Bactria/Gandhara and the Tarim Basin between the 2nd/3rd century and the 8th/9th 
century AD. No complete picture has been shown here! There is a certain tendency in the history of horse- 
breeding to go for larger horses, not only for aesthetic reasons, but also because heavier animals could, for 
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example, carry warriors with heavy armour. Also in time different colours, like completely white or black 
ones etc. came to be bred. This is reflected by the names of horses in Central Asia too. 51 

Besides the transport-animal of the Silk Road 'par excellence', the two-humped Bactrian camel 51 
(camelus bactrianus), in German unfriendly enough to be called Trampeltier', the horse played the most 
important role for the whole development of cultural interrelations in nearly all aspects of life. 

Without horses men and ideas, as well as technologies and political changes, be it in peace or through 
war, would never have been possible on the Silk Roads between Gandhara and China. Horses have played a I 
major role throughout history and were always the important vehicle, not only for the transportation of men, 
but also for his ideas and his ideals, as well as for religions, like Buddhism. With good reason we call the 
Silk Roads by this very name, but we could equally well call them the 'Horse Roads'. It is a pity that we do I 
not have much more precise information about prices for horses in the different trading-places along the Silk 
Roads; the sources are silent about it. The Chinese sources between the Han and Tang dynasties again and | 
again speak of fine horses bred by nomadic and sedentary peoples in Central Asia 53 and obviously some of 
these people tried to keep to themselves their knowledge about horse-breeding. Thus we hear that the 
Hephtalites bred a god-like horse in a cave which fertilized their mares. 54 With this background it is no 
wonder that the Chinese were always looking for grooms from such peoples who managed to furnish them 
with the finest horses. Much more archaeological research and many more investigations on an international 
scale are needed to be able to map out the full picture of horse-breeding all over Eurasia, but especially in the 
vast regions of Central Asia. These few lines are meant as a careful attempt for future discussions and 
cooperation. 
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PL 15 Przewalski horse 
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PI. 16 Certomlyk vase 




PL 17 Golden buckle, Saksanokhur 
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PL 18 Terracotta-horses from Khotan 








PI. 19 Horses and their riders from Dandan-Olik, Oasis of Khotan 
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tiitune. Scaiti btt Statuette (on S ridi £5 [el. 
P1.20 Statue of a 'Hunnic rider' 




PI. 21 Horse from Wuwei 



UlfJAGER 



275 




PI. 22 Alexander the Great on his horse Bukephalos 




PI. 23 Naqsh-i Rustam 



/ 




mam 







PI. 24 Parthian relief of a horse and its rider from west or central Syria 
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PL 25 'Battle-plaque' from Orlat near Samarkand 




PI. 26 Buddhist painting in the 'Cave of the painters' at Kyzil 
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PL 27 Horse depicted on rocks at Thalpan, northern Pakistan 
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PI. 28 Terracotta-horses from Shortshuk 





PI. 29 'The great departure' of Prince Siddharta 
(Qoco near Turfan) 



PL 30 Terracotta saddled horse (Tang dynasty) 



